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The Agony Of Patha 


There are some areas of India which became closely 
identified with the terror of dacoits for a long time, the most 
obvious example being Chambal valley. There are some 
other areas like Kalahandi which have been repeatedly in the 
news due to the prevalence of extreme forms of hunger and 
malnutrition. However, Patha region of Uttar pradesh is one 
region which has been repeatedly in the news for both these 
wrong reasons- the terror of dacoits as well as large-scale 
poverty and deprivation rooted in a highly exploitative 
system. 


This region is spread over Mau and Manikpur blocks of 
Chirakut district and Shankargarh block of Allahabad district. 
This stretch is in South - East part of Uttar Pradesh. In 
addition there is a small intrusion into Satna district of 
Madhya Pradesh (Majhgava block). From the forests and 
villages, hills and plains of Patha plateau there have been 
several reports about the terror of dacoits, the distress 
suffered by bonded labourers and weaker sections, 
particularly the Kol tribals. 


To recall some events of last 15 years or so, in Ramu 
Purwa village a dacoit gang massacred nine people. In 
Babatalab village dacoits killed three people and then set 
several huts on fire burning to death several domestic 
animals. In the forest of Shankargarh, the brother of 
Vishwanathan Pratap Singh was killed leading to a change in 
state political leadership. 


But dacoits are not the only source of terror in Patha. In 
Helagaon the ‘master’ of two bonded labourers Sataiyam 
and Panda Kol took a loan in their name. He used the 
money but the recovery notice came in the name of his 
workers. They were locked up and subjected to a lot of ill- 
treatment. Their harassment.and the resulting tension 
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increased so much that both of them committed suicide. 
Later the master grabbed whatever land was jeft behind by 


Panda. 


When Buchaiya of couldn't pay back the loan, he was 
stripped by the recovery official and taken around the village. 
He felt so humiliated that he committed suicide. Even after 
this tragedy his bullock was carried away by the recovery 
official. 


A few years back Manbharan a harijan youth of Ooncha 
Dih village told me the following story of his life - 


“As far back as | can remember my father Shivlak had 
been a bonded labour of a brahmin landlord who had 
grabbed our land. At the time of my mother’s death, her last 
rites had to be performed by mortgaging her own meagre 
jewellery. We never got this back. After some time my 
father contacted tuberculosis. Weakened by this disease, 
sometimes he could not go in time for bonded labour. When 
this happened he was beaten with shoes and cane. So to 
Spare my father these beatings, | started going in his place 
although | was too young for this work. 


“Some time later some social worker told me that | can 
be released from bonded labour if | make an application. To 
my surprise things actually started happening. We got back 
our family land but as it was surrounded by the fields of 
hostile people | could not cultivate it. Then these people 
tried to send me to jail by implicating me in a false legal 


case. At present | am feeling so badly harassed that | may 
desert my village any time.” 


This was the last | or the local social workers heard of 


Manbharan. He could not be traced later in his village or 
nearby area 


This time when | visited Patha (in October 1999) | met 
another bonded labourer, Mataiya Kol of Markandi Purva 
village who told me this story of his life - 
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“My father was a bonded labourer and after him | also 
became a bonded labourer. | used to leave for work at 4.00 
or5 A.M. and work till night, with a short rest period. My wife 
Kaluiya and children also worked for the same master. They 
collected cow dung, cleaned up, grazed animals and did 
other odd jobs. 


“Our life changed when the sanstha (a local voluntary 
organisation called Akhil Bhaartiya Samaj Seva Sansthaan 
(ABSSS) contacted us and started making efforts for our 
release and rehabilitation. It appears that what we had only 
seen in dreams was becoming a reality - we got land as well 
as Rs- Ten thousand as help (rehabilitation grant). But this 
happiness proved short-lived. Our ‘master’ had taken a loan 
in our name without informing us. Soon the recovery for this 
loan (with interest) came. We learnt that the land we had 
just got will be auctioned. We cried and thought one day we 
will again become bonded. Then with sansthaan's help, our 
land could be saved but | still have to pay back some 
money.” 


The stories of the repression of women are even worse. 
Shankutla was forced by a policeman to live as his mistress. 
She had to undergo three abortions. When she refused the 
fourth time, she was pushed out by the policeman. 


Suakali of Sarhat village first experienced distress when 
she was raped, but later when she reported it, she had to 
face even more distress at the hands of the same person. 
The police took her from one place to another for tests 
without caring for her. The culprit got her husband Ram 
Pratap arrested after implicating him in false legal cases and 
destroyed the standing crop in their field. 


Many other stories of extreme distress are buried in the 
villages and hills of Patha, but this entire distress is the 
result of man-made factors. Nature has provided resources 
to Patha to feed all the villagers living here and meet the 
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basic needs. But when a few persons grab the natural 
resources of a village, using it only for their profit and 
depriving others of access to resources, then this is the real 
factor that leads to large-scale poverty and hunger. 


As Gopal Bhai, director of ABSSS says, “The most 
important question Is how the source base of farmland 
forests and water is being used. In Patha we have plenty of 
minor forest produce in the form of anvia, honey, mahuwa, 
chraunji, gum and tendu leaves. Forests can provide 
employment almost throughout the year and also provide a 
diversity of nutritious foods for local consumption. But the 
contractor system led to the exploitation of tribals for several 
years. 


“There is also no shortage of farmland, but land that 
should rightly belong to the poor tribal and harijan families 
has been grabbed by a few rich and powerful feudals. The 
pastures, are so plentiful that in rainy season 10 to 20 times 
cattle (compared to the local cattle) come from the lower 
plains for grazing here. But lack of opportunities to weaker 
sections and lack of veterinary care has kept away the local 
small peasants from realising the potential of animal 
husbandry.” 


Patha has been generally considered a water scarce 
area, but Rajabua, an activist of ABSSS says, “The water 
scarcity here is not due to the scarcity of water but due to 
the failure to use the available water properly. First the 
potential of tanks, check dams, and other small-scale efforts 
was ignored and later, when this work was started, a lot of 
money was wasted by corrupt contractors.” 


The root cause of poverty here lies in inequalities. 
corruption and the misuse of resources related to this 
Vasudeva, who edits a small news bulletin from this areé 
says, “A-grade silica and other mirror minerals available 
here can provide reasonably well paid employment to a largé 
number of workers, but the present pattern of their working 
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s to exploit workers including child workers ruthlessly while 
Jestroying the environment at the same time.” — 


This exploitative system has became more complex and 
sruel due to the activities of several dacoit gangs. The work 
»f forest produce smuggling becomes easier because of the 
yresence of dacoits. If the landlords cannot unleash 
epression directly on social activists struggling for rights of 
veaker sections, then the dacoits can be given the work of 
errorising them. Thus the feudal exploiters and the dacoits 
support each other and feed each other. 


But this does not mean that there is no ray of hope in this 
darkness of oppression and terror. Even in these extremely 
difficult conditions some voluntary organisations have kept 
alive the voice of hope. 


Rajan Kol of Patha Kol Adhikar Manch (Forum for the 
Rights of Kol tribals of patha)says, “Despite very adverse 
conditions, a growing number of Kol youths are coming 
forward to challenge this oppressive system, and change 
their life of exploitation and repression. The struggles of 
forests, land and water are moving ahead. The results can 
be seen in the improved living conditions of hundreds of 


families.” 


Jamunihai village of Tikariya Panchayat is a clear 
exainz'c of these changing conditions. Kallu Prasad 
Mavaiya, a tribal farmer of this village says, ‘Till just a 
decade back we were scattered at various places in the 
forest. When threatened by dacoits we used to flee to other 


places. There was no definite settlement, no farming worth 
talking about.” 


But now the situation has changed dramatically. Daddu 
Mavaiya says, “Now a colony for Mavaiya families has been 
constructed. Most families have got farming plots, what is 
more. most of these plots have recently received irrigation 
as well as the benefit of binding and other soil conservation 
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work. Where there was barren land, now you can see 
greenfields of paddy. On some farms productivity has risen 
three fold. Where only one crop was being taken, two crops 


are being taken Now. 


Sitaram Mavaiya added : “We have managed to stop the 
consumption of liquor and gambling in this village. We 
called our Panchyat meeting which decided about this 
social reform. Most people agreed voluntarily but a few had 
to be prevailed upon with more difficulty. Almost all children 
are going to primary school where they are taught properly. 
The teacher makes a lot of effort.” | 


How did the conditions improve so significantly in such a 
short time? Kallu Prasad say that most of this success is 
the result of the efforts of ABSSS._ This voluntary 
organisation has worked steadily on several fronts in this 
village (as well as several neighbouring villages) in the area 
of identification and distribution of land, improving the terms 
of collection of minor forest produce, primary education, and 
women's self-help groups. This small village has its own 
savings fund of over Rs. one lakh. 


This message of change against heavy odds in very 
difficult conditions is emanating from not just Jumunihal but 
from several other village and hamlets of Patha as well. The 
terror at several levels has not ended yet, but there have 
been enough signs, of hope for the long oppressed people to 
weave dreams of a new life which is free from oppression. 


And they are working very hard with great dedication te 
realise these dreams. 


Within its own limitations, the ABSSS has left no stone 
unturned to draw attention to the numerous human rights 
violation taking place in Patha region. During the last tw 
decades the reality of these villages has came to ligh 
largely because of the tremendous courage shown Dj 
ABSSS activists and supporters in exposing what can be 
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called the numerous unjust and oppressive practises widely 
prevalent in these villages. As a reaction to this effort, many 
ABSSS activist have been badly beaten up and arrested 
while the life of its director Gopal Bhai has been threatened 
several times. 


On hearing of such violations particularly those relating to 
the rural poor, the ABSS tries its best to confirm the facts at 
the field level. Then it brings these facts to the attention of 
the concerned official and frequently also the media. It also 
keeps sending these reports from time to.time to the 
National Human Rights Commission the National Women 
Commission other such organisations ABSSS also takes 
numerous cases. of injustice to the courts and provides 
legal added to the victims. At present it in fighting about 
100 such cases to help the poor. 


Many times concerned officials take same action or the 
other on the complaints of violations brought to there notice 
by ABSSS. When there is no response or undue delay then 
ABSSS and its sister organisations also organise protests 
demonsirations . As many as 10000 people mostly the poor 
people from remote villages, have benefited for such 
protests. 


As a result of consistent courageous work of ABSSS, 
several honded labourers have been released and a large 
number of tribals have got back the land grabbed from them. 
Atrocities on women and weaker sections have been reduced 
and some victims of injustice have received compensation from 
the government. Still many acts of extreme injustice remain. 
Forces of oppression are striking back to prevent the 
awakening of weaker sections. ABSSS needs wider support 
in its struggle for protection of human rights in the very difficult 
conditions of Patha region. 
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Fighting Terror, Protecting Dignity 


The biggest challenge for a voluntary organisation in 
conditions of rural India is to select a very difficult area for 
its work, and then to work with the most oppressed sections 
in this area. This is the challenge which Akhil Bhartiya Samaj 
Seva Sansthaan (ABSSS - All India Social Service 
Organisation) accepted when it decided to work in Mau and 
Manikpur blocks of Chitrakut district (Uttar Pradesh). This 
region (known as Patha) had been in news mainly for the 
repression of its feudal landlords and terror of dacoit gangs, 
apart from acute water scarcity, drought distress and 
prevalence of high levels of hunger and malnutrition 
particularly among the kol tribals. 


Soon the ABSSS realised that at each stage it will have 
to confront the feudal landlords, or the dadus as they are 
known here. When it is a question of challenging land grab 
and bonded labour, then of course the dadus are confronted 
directly. But even if there was a struggle for better rates for 
minor forest produce, or for misutilisation of irrigation funds, 
then even here the dadus were involved because the forest 
contracts and irrigation contracts were generally obtained by 
them or others related to them. In other words, all resources 
were being cornered by a small number of influential people 
while kols were deprived at all levels. So during struggles to 


obtain the rights of kols they had to confront the dadus at 
several levels. 


What probably the ABSSS did not realise in the first 
phase was that the dadus will also use dacoit gangs to 
terrorise the ABSSS activists. They did not realise that even 
when ABSSS activists worked to implement the 
government's own priority programees like land reforms and 
bonded labour rehabilitation, the dadus will be able to collude 
with police Officials to implicate them in false cases. 
EE 
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However as these threats gradually manifested 
themselves over the years and its director Gopal Bhai's life 
was also threatened, the ABSSS neither stepped down its 
commitments to the poor nor its resolve to confront the 
symbols of terror and repression. It was above all its 
determination to continue its chosen work in increasingly 
hostile. conditions which increased the confidence of the 
long-oppressed kol tribals (and other communities) and they 
started coming forward to assert their rights. 


The more visible achievements of ABSSS in the course 
of this involvement of nearly two decades (more intensive 
work for nearly 14 years) are the following : 


1. Playing crucial role in the distribution of nearly 6,000 to 
10,000 acres of land to nearly 2,000 to 3,000 families of 
the landless or nearly landless families, mainly kol 
tribals. 


2. Playing a crucial role in the release and rehabilitation of 
rural bonded labourers. 


3. Construction/repair of 27 tanks and 39 wells, 
construction of 7 check dams and 2 earthen dams, 
irrigation of about 1,000 acres of land, water- 
conservation and bunding work in 2,000 acres of land, 
regulation of 28 chauhras or natural sources of water to 


provide drinking water. 


4 Provide primary level education in innovative creative 
ways to a large number of children, numbering about 


2,100 at present. 


5 Increasing the income of tribals from minor forests 
collection, protecting their forest rights and planting 


several thousand trees. 


6. Providing timely legal aid to the poor 


Se eas 


7. A health programee emphasising local herbs based . 


medicines and alternative therapies. 


Effective and sensitive organisation of drought relief 
work and flood relief work. 


While these achievements - particularly those relating to 
land distribution - are very significant in themselves, the real 
achievement of ABSSS goes much beyond that in becoming 
a true partner for a highly distressed community, a partner 
which shares all sufferings and joys of the community and 
the community in turn shares its joys and suffering with this 
partner. There were difficult times for ABSSS when some of 
its friends advised it not to get so involved in so many 
confrontations. They advised the less hazardous path of 
concentrating on building check dams and running schools. 
But ABSSS felt that it had a moral obligation to take up and 
pursue all cases of distress and deprivation which the poor 
suffered at the hands of feudal landlords. At times this also 
involved direct confrontation with police authorities - as for 
example in cases when police officials were involved in 
several human rights violations. However ABSSS did not 
shirk from these confrontations just to ensure its smooth 
functioning. When it took up cases involving the oppression 
of very poor and weak people at the hands of the some of 
the most powerful people of this region, it obviously could 
not succeed in getting justice in all the cases. But ABSSS 
tried its best and the victims knew that it was trying its best. 
This is what drew them to ABSSS and a relationship of trust 
was established. 


This message that ABSSS can be trusted is now 
spreading beyond the area of where it has concentrated 
most of its work. Other oppressed communities of 
neighbouring areas are getting involved with ABSSS. For 
example the badly neglected community of Snake charmers 
in Shankargarh block. ABSSS is also drawing attention to 
the tragic plight of quarry workers there, including child 
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workers. Its excellent organisation of flood relief work on the 
bank of Ken river in Banda district has won ABSSS 
permanent friends in that area who retain close links several 
years after floods. In Majhgawan block of Satna district there 
IS a growing struggle for the rights of forest workers. Work 


is also beginning in Rewa, Lalitpur Hamirpur districts and 
other areas. 


Within the main area of work, new organisation of Kol 
youths like Patha Kol Adhikar Manch and Patha Kol Vikas 
Samiti are taking up more and more responsibilities. Rajan 
Kol has emerged as a source of inspiration of Kol youth. 
Earlier he could not remain sitting on the cot when high 
caste men of his village passed by. Today he is the elected 
pradhan (head person) of the same Sarhat panchayat area. 
He has implemented several development schemes and 
refused to pay the customary bribes for obtaining funds. He 
even refused to pay any money to dacoit gangs even though 
they kidnapped him and threatened him. 


Buti Kol also of Sarhat panchayat was an illiterate girl 
who toiled hard to earn five rupees in a day. She made use 
of the adult literacy classes organised by ABSSS to acquire 
literacy and then she became active in mobilising her 
community. Finally she contested district level elections and 
was elected member of district panchayat with a heavy 


majority. 


Like Rajan and Buti, several other youths of the Kol 
community are emerging to take up positions of 
responsibilities. In schools more kol children are learning the 
first lesson of what they need to do to bring justice to their 
community and protect its rights. A lot of hardship continues 
to trouble the kols and other people of Patha, there are still 
glaring violations of human rights from time to time, but at 
the same time in many hamlets and huts things are 
changing. What In more there is a growing desire and 
determination to change things, to obtain justice. 
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Green Fields Bring Joy and Relief from 
Hunger 


Even when speaking to visitors, Ramesh cannot take his 
eyes away from his lush green field. If for a short while he 
has to pay full attention to a visitor's question and see him 
eye to eye, soon enough his vision again wanders to the 
paddy crop swaying gently with the wind. 


There are sound reasons for Ramesh's happiness and 
pride. Belonging to the traditional caste of scavengers and 
treated as the lowest of the low for a long time, Ramesh and 
his family had never imagined that they'll have agricultural 
land of their own. But thanks to the tireless efforts of a 
voluntary organisation Akhil Bhartiya Samaj Seva Samthaan 
(ABSSS - All India Social Service Organisation), he not only 
got land but also the benefits of irrigation - provided by a 
check dam constructed by ABSSS. This enabled him to take 
a bountiful harvest of wheat and he is now looking forward 
to another good crop of paddy, plus some pulses and oil 
seeds. His hut which had never been free from the shadow 
of hunger is now well stocked with grain. 


Opponents of land reform in India have argued at times 
that the traditional landless communities are unlikely to take 
good care of their land and crops. They should see Ramesh. 
He is a very keen farmer who is anxious to further improve 
the productivity of his land. He again and again requested 
ABSSS activists to carry out land bunding work on his land. 
"Please do not delay this," he implored. 


Ramesh's pride is shared by several other peasants of 
Tikariya panchayat area who have received similar benefits 
in recent years. Ramkali Kol, a tribal woman of Jamunihai 
hamlet says, "Most of the kol households here now have 
land of their own, and in addition they have got the benefits 
of bunding as well as irrigation. This has really changed the 
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life of our village. We not Only eat well, almost all our 


children also go to school. This could not have been 
imagined a decade back." 


These examples of Tikariya panchayat area are repeated 
in several other villages of Chitrakut district of Uttar 
Pradesh. ABSSS work is concentrated in Manikpur and Mau 
blocks of this district. During the last 15 years it has worked 
relentlessly against the might of feudal landlords and even 
dacoits to obtain land for the poorer people, particularly kol 
tribals. Wherever possible ABSSS has also tried to improve 
this land by land-bunding and related work, and provided 
minor irrigation sources in the form of check dams and by 
the repair/construction of tanks. According to detailed 
records kept by ABSSS, its efforts have led to the 
distribution of between 6,000 to 10,000 acres of land amony 
the poor, land-bunding work in 2,000 acres of land and 
provision of irrigation for about 1,000 acres of land. 


Gopal Bhai, Director of ABSSS says, "When we started 
working in this region, it become clear that the land issue 
was the biggest issue. Till about 100 to 150 years ago most 
of this area consisted of small settlements of kol tribals. 
They had enough land to cultivate. Then outsiders started 
moving in with the intention of grabbing this land. Kols were 
not literate and not conversant with the way official records 
are kept. Outsiders took full advantage of this weakness and 
colluded with lower-level officials to grab land. These 
officials also took land in the name of their relatives." 


Bhagvat Prasad, another activist of ABSSS adds, "After 
independence when the government announced a program 
of distributing land to the poor, the landlords took this land in 
the name of their bonded labourers but continued to a pie 
practically as their own. The poor beneficiaries did not even 
know that the land had been given to them. Even hee the 
poor got some barren land and made it fit for cultivati 
ee, aa 
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their hard labour, sometimes the landlords got it exchanged 
with that part of their land which was unproductive.” 


So the initial task before ABSSS was formidable. They 
had to get official land records of various villages with great 
difficulty, then verify which workers had land titles but had 
not been able to occupy this land. In may cases this land 
was under the illegal occupation of feudal landlords called 
dadus. So ABSSS had to directly challenge their might. In 
other cases where no land titles existed; ABSSS had to 
campaign for the distribution of land to them, then ensure 
they can actually occupy and cultivate it. 


The first step, however, was to collect field-level 
authentic details of the real land situation in villages. Raja 
Bua recalls, "In the early days ABSSS had no vehicles. In 
summer months the temperature here can shoot to the 
extent of 50° C. Many hamlets didn't have proper drinking 
water. It was in these conditions that long foot marches had 
to be undertaken to collect authentic and detailed 
information." 


When ABSSS collected information of glaring land grabs, 
it made this available to senior officials as well as to media. 
When the government still hesitated to take action, ABSSS 
organised protest demonstrations and dharnas (sit-ins). At 
some protests around 1,0000 people collected mostly from 
the poorest families, including a large number of women. 


Some senior officials were themselves keen to provide 
land to the poor. When they got details of the real field-level 
Situation, they initiated strong action. Lower-level 
functionaries knew that the ABSSS was also closely 
monitoring their progress, so at times they actually worked 
overtime to give land to the poor. Activists worked side by 
side with officials to measure and demarcate the land. 


| The progress was seldom smooth. There was always the 
risk of feudal lords reasserting their might and again 
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grabbing the land under one guise or other. Several such 
cases have actually happened, as in Nihi village where 
despite several efforts landlords still haven't given up the 
land recently grabbled by them. In addition a new threat 
emerged in the form of the forest department asserting its 
own authority over some of the land distributed to the poor. 
So the ABSSS has to fight not just the feudals but also one 
of the government's own departments which works to cancel 
what another department has recently done. 


Yet another threat has emerged in the form of loan 
recoveries. As Rajan Kol, a tribal activist and village pradhan 
explains, "Some big land owners had taken loan from banks 
in the name of the poor, often their bonded labourers. The 
illiterate workers had been duped into putting their thumb 
impressions without getting any money: Now the loan 
recoveries are being sent to the poor and when they fail to 
pay the heavy loans and interest, they face the risk of their 
newly acquired land being auctioned.” 


Despite all these problems, it is to the great credit of 
ABSSS that using entirely peaceful methods, it has 
managed to ensure the distribution of nearly 8000 areas of 
land to around 3000 families mostly of kol tribals. Gopal Bhai 
allows himself a broad smile when he says, "We had some 
guests 1.0m China recently and they were really impressed 
by our use of peaceful methods to distribute so much land 


to the poor." 


ABSSS has succeeded in very adverse conditions as it 
combined mobilisation at the grass roots level with legal 
action and constant interaction with officials as well as 
media. On the one had officials were helped to hold public 
meetings within the region where a large number of victims 
could gather and tell them the details of their problems. On 
the other hand, at times when the officials appeared less 
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than sympathetic, ABSSS did not hesitate to use pressure 
tactics by organising protest demonstrations. 


At the same time, ABSSS has also been fighting (and 
helping victims to fight) a significant number of cases 
relating to their land rights in the lower courts as well as in 
the High Court. One of its significant intervention in the 
courts has been to obtain stay orders to prevent land from 
being taken back from several beneficiaries of the land 
distribution effort as the forest department now claims rights 
over this land. 


This land distribution effort by itself would not have 
brought so much cheer to many villages if it had not been 
accompanied by land improvement, water conservation and 
minor irrigation works. Some land given to the poor is of 
such poor quality that without such support, it would have 
probably remained uncultivated or else the yield would have 
remained very very small. It is the irrigation and land 
improvement work undertaken by ABSSS which enabled 
many poor families to cultivate the land allotted to them in 
the first place. In villages like Jamunahai, Mangava and Kol 
settlement of Tikariya, land allottees say that they are now 
able to take two crops in a year where Only one crop grew 
earlier. Where land-improvement has been taken up, 
productivity has doubled, where this has been combined 
with irrigation as well, yield has even tripled. 


In Tikariya Panchayat area ABSSS has undertaken a 
water shed project under the DRDA - the District Rural 
Development Authority. Sitaram Mavaiya, a tribal peasant 
describes the results, "Earlier all the rain was washed down 
the slopes without giving us any benefit. Now most of this 
water is retained by a series of four check dams and 
earthern dams. The irrigation obtained in this way benefits 
mostly poor peasants like me. The tanks which existed 
earlier were badly damaged so that most of the water was 
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lost to seepage. Now these have also been repaired adding 
to irrigation water as well as quenching the thirst of cattle." 


Kallu Prasad adds, "Earlier the people here were 
reluctant about bunding and water-conservation work. The 
reason is that they got few benefits but got loan notices for 
the work done. But the work done by the ABSSS is so good 
that the confidence of peasants has returned. Now people 
can see clearly the benefits of moisture retention and the 
resulting rise of productivity." This result can be seen at the 
field-level. Now several peasants are seen clamoring 
ABSSS activists to take up the remaining work in their fields 
first. 


Although ABSSS has very limited resources to provide 
irrigation to only a small part of this region, many of its 
irrigation works provide a fine example of harvesting rain 
where it falls to fielp small peasants in a drought-prone 
region. These villages are littered with contractor- 
constructed check dams and other projects which were 
washed away all too soon and in any case provided no 
benefits to the poor. On the other hand the work of ABSSS 
shows how even modest investments when carefully 
undertaken can provide stable benefits to the poor - making 
cultivation possible on barren land and increasing yields 


significantly on other hand. 


In earlier days when a kol tribal managed to get the 
benefit of irrigation, he also faced the risk of his land being 
grabbed by feudal landlords. But now In villages where 
ABSSS is working regularly, this is not likely and the poor 
peasants, several of them first-generation land owners are 
able to cultivate their land peacefully. In other villages where 
ABSSS and its sister organisations are not so strong at 
present, cases of land grab continue to be reported. When 


feudal landlords cannot terrorise the poor themselves, they 


use dacoit gangs for this purpose. But in the middle of all 
this terror, still it is a great sign of hope that nearly 3,000 
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landless or near landless peasants could obtain land and 
cultivate it with the support and help of ABSSS. As Ramesh 
says standing in the middle of his paddy field, "It is entirely 
a new life for me - this life of green fields and life-giving 
water just near that field. Look how this once barren land 


smiles with all the greenery.” 


Protecting Forest-Based Livelihood 


It is by now widely recognised that forest-based 
employment is of crucial importance in the livelihood of 
tribals. It is equally important that this employment should by 
based not on felling trees or on obtaining timber - as this will 
lead to the destruction of remaining trees. This employment 
should be based on the collection of various minor forest 
produce such as useful leaves, wild fruits etc. without felling 
dry trees. In addition an attempt should also be made to 
plant more of these useful trees so that the possibilities of 
collecting minor forest produce increases in future years. 


It is with this perspective that a voluntary organisation 
Akhil Bhartiya Samaj Seva Sansthaan (ABSSS - All India 
Social Service Organisation) has been working among the 
kol tribals of Chitrakut district (Mankpur and Mau blocks) 
Uttar Pradesh during the last 15 years or so. As a result 
thousands of tribals have received a significant increase in 
their forest based income. Till about two decades back, the 
tendu leaf pluckers worked almost like bonded workers of 
rich and influential contractors who gave them small 
advances and then made them work hard at exploitative 
wages. The system for the collection of anvia involved the 
auctioning of a specific area to forest contractors. Then the 
anvia collectors were obliged to sell legally to only this 


contractor and in his position as the monopolistic buyer, the 
contractor paid them very low rates. 
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The ABSSS struggled for ending this contractor system 
Partly as a result of its lobbying and partly as a result of the 
wider forces at work at the national and state level, several 
changes were introduced in the forests of this region (Patha 
region). The tendu leaf work was taken up by the forest 
corporation and the wages of collectors increased 
significantly. However, corporation officials made some 
arbitrary deductions from the wages of collectors and the 
ABSSS led several struggles of collectors to help them to 
obtain their legal dues. 


In the case of anvia also the monopoly contract system 
was removed and the collectors got a free right to sell their 
collection to the place where they could get a better price. 
ABSSS went a step further and to help the collectors get a 
proper price, it also entered the marked to buy some anvla 
and mahuva, two important minor forest produce. In the 
case of mahuva, it was able to get a profit which was 
distributed among the collectors as a bonus earning. This 
was a new experience for collectors. They were encouraged 
to save a part of this earning for community work in villages. 
Women were particularly active in this effort and discharged 
their new responsibilities effectively. 


ABSSS also encourages tribals to add value to these raw 
products collected by them, such as boiling and processing 
anvias, so as to obtain a better price. Information about 
herbs with medicinal values is incorporated into the 
educational programmes run by ABSSS so that the tribals 
can make good use of ‘herbs available in forests. A well 
known ayurvedic doctor was surprised while visiting a 
school run by, ABSSS at the knowledge students had about 
local herbs. 

To increase the future availability to minor forest produce 
ABSSS encourages its members and other villagers to plant 
as many trees as possible near its centres and schools. 
ABSSS has prepared a nursery in its campus at Ranipur 
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and make available free saplings from its own nursery and 
obtains additional saplings from the forest department. 
Other incentives are also extended to villagers to plant trees 
and protect saplings. Fruit trees are given maximum 
encouragement, particularly anvia trees and other citrus 
forest trees for whom the land here is suitable. ABSSS with 
the help of local villagers has planted nearly 5,000 such 
trees in Parariya village and nearly 1,000 trees near Shabri 


falls. 


Thus ABSSS has tried to ensure that the benefits of 
changing government policies, such as the weakening of the 
contractor system, actually reach the collectors and also 
taken initiatives on its own to increase the opportunities of 
sustainable livelihood from forests. However before this 
could mature into closer co-operation between ABSSS, its 
tribal members and forest officials, some official policies 
have alienated forest dwellers. 


Firstly the forest department has been claiming rights 
over a lot of land that has been distributed in recent years to 
landless and near landless peasants, mostly kol tribals. With 
great difficulty they have made this land fit for cultivation and 
now the forest department wants to evict them. This dispute 
extends to about 4,000 acres. A land distribution that was 
approved by one department of the government in now 
sought to be undone by another department. ABSSS is 
Struggling to protect the rights of land allottees and it has 
obtained a stay order from courts. 


Secondly, Ranipur sanctuary in being set up in this area 
and also a lot of restrictions are being placed on the right of 
tribals to meet their daily needs from these forests and to 
collect minor forest produce. This can cause a significant 
reduction in their livelihood possibilities. ABSSS wants to 
protect their traditional rights and livelihood based on these 
rights. 
i ee 
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When a voluntary organisation mobilises forest villagers 
and motivates them to plant and protect trees. then in 
normal course forest officials should welcome such an effort 
which can also help them to involve the villagers in the 
protection of forests. But the anti-people policies which harm 
the livelihood of tribals alienate the officials from the people 
as well as the voluntary organisations. In such 
circumstances co-operation for ecological protection and 
regeneration becomes difficult. Sometime back the forest 
department invited two activist of ABSSS to work in a joint 
forest management effort. But these activists were treated 
very shabbily and later discarded abruptly without paying 
them any honorarium. 


ABSSS seeks to integrate the protection of livelihood of 
tribals with the protection and regeneration of forests. But in 
the absence of wider efforts in the same direction, it is 
pushed into situations of confrontation where the best 
possible use of its mobilisation capacity for ecological 
regeneration cannot be made. If anti-people forest policies 
are changed, then organisations like ABSSS will be able to 
realise their potential for the protection and regeneration of 


forests. 


Arithmetic and Songs in Dacoit Land 


The foremost challenge in taking education to all children 
exists in those areas where poverty and exploitation, 
remoteness and insecurity combine to make the task most 
difficult. Patha region (Mau and Manikpur blocks) of Chitrakut 
district (Uttar Pradesh) Is one such region where the kol 
tribals living in remote hamlets have to face the repression 
of feudal landlords and the terror of dacoit gangs. 


No wonder that till about a decade ago most ey 
schools of this area were a dismal failure. In the ys “ 
tribals less than 20% of the children went to pesign oe. 
It was too much to expect outside teachers to 
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regularly in an area living under the terror of dacoit gangs. 
Kol children also faced discrimination at the hands of other 
children and even teachers. Several feudal landlords even 
ordered children attending school to clear up COW dung and 
carry out other dirty work for them. Thus education quite 
often turned out to be a lot of humiliation for children and so 
many parents preferred their children of school-going age to 
look after smaller kids or take goats for grazing. 


But all this changed with the advent of educational work 
taken up by Akhil Bhartiya Samaj Seva Sansthaan - (ABSSS 
or All India Social Service Organisation). This voluntary 
organisation started its educational work in 1989 with 576 
students in 15 educational centres. At present 2,169 
students (1,269 boys and 890 girls) are receiving education 
in 40 schools run by ABSSS. (A few centres have been 
temporarily closed due to a sudden disruption of funds but 
ABSSS hopes to restart these soon.) In the villages and 
hamlets covered by this educational programs, the 
attendance of students has gone up very significantly. Gopal 
Bhai, Director of ABSSS says, "Parents have willingly made 
adjustments in family-life so that children can go to school. 
The work of looking after children and grazing cattle has 
been taken up at some place by elderly people. In other 
cases we have made adjustments by allowing children to 
bring their small brothers and sisters with them to school." 


| He adds, "However we are aware that some students are 
still unable to come to school and we keep making efforts to 
bring them to school." 


‘Kallu Prasad Kol says, "Now our people know that 
children will not face discrimination and humiliation in the 
schools. We know that they will be taught properly and they 
will really learn something and progress in life. This is why 
our people are now keen to send children to school." 


Nandlal Kol who has been a teacher himself says, "In the 
morning some children come early. We often form a group 
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and all children take a 9rOUup Walk around the school singing 
songs and shouting slogans. Their Parents are very happy to 
see them walking in this prabhat feri. Some fathers feel a bit 
sheepish also when their children shout Slogans against the 
habits of drinking and gambling. The best impact is on those 
lazy children who were somehow avoiding the school or 
dilly-dallying . Hearing the songs of their friends in the 
prabhat feri they also get enthused and join the group. So 
the group has swelled up to quite a new number by the time 
it returns." 


Over the years I've seen quite a few examples of the 
enthusiasm of these students as well as their teachers. 
Most of the teachers are Kols from the same village or a 
nearby village. They tell their students about the need to 
create a more just world. Once at a big public meeting a 
small kol boy was asked to sing a song, and he sang a 
stirring song against exploitation, gesturing towards the 
feudal landlords present in this meeting. At most schools 
students greet visitors with slogan of social awaking, 
equality and patriotism. 


Some years back dacoits raided Suargarha village and 
so almost all the kols living here fled to a safe shelter some 
distance away. When | went here to report on this event | 
was surprised to see that the school had still not been 
interrupted. The teacher Shiv Shanker had started the 
school in time and most of the students were present. Eight 
year old Phool Kali did not make a single mistake in reciting 
the table of 9 while Kamla of almost the some age was 


equally fluent with the table of 12. 


ABSSS has made the educational work interesting by 
using stories, plays, role-play and folk-songs. Discussion on 
poverty, its causes, social injustice is also encouraged. They 
are also taken to nearby post-office, railway-station and 
police-station to inform them about their functioning. 
Children are also taken to nearby forest areas and given 
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information about the various trees, plants and herbs. rN 
visiting ayurvedic doctor found that children are very well 
informed about the medicinal values of various herbs. 


Almost every year ABSSS also organises a bal mela in 
which children come from far away villages in large 
numbers, taking part in several sports, painting, music and 


other events. 


Although ABSSS gives primary education to children it 
does not neglect adult education. So far about 1,000 adults 
have acquired literacy as a result of its efforts. Buti Kol was 
illiterate. Today after literacy at ABSSS she is a Zila 
panchayat member. 


Most of ABSSS schools are primary schools and it 
recongised the need for encouraging the further progress of 
its students. About 300 students are being helped directly by 
ABSSS in further education. Nearly 30 students including 
two graduate students are staying at the ABSSS campus in 
Ranipet Bhatt village, most of them say that they want to 
become teachers or social workers and contribute in some 
way to the villagers and awakening of their community. 
Achey Lal Kol says, "We don't want Kol children of the new 
generation to suffer what we have suffered." There is a look 
of quiet determination on his face. Later my inquiry revealed 
that his father had been murdered at the instance of feudal 
landlords because he had dared to assert the rights of Kol 
workers. 


Gopal Bhai says, "Running an educational program in 
these remote, dacoit-infested villages has never been easy, 
but all difficulties are compensated when | see the 
determination of students like Achey Lal Kol." 


ee 
, The Struggle for Human Rights 


Chandan is a Kol tribal youth who had mobilised the 
poorest people of Kekramar village to fight against land 
grab and bonded labour. Chandan is a member of ABSSS 
(Akhil Bhartiya Samaj Sansthaan) which has spearheaded 
this struggle in this region during the last 15 years. 


As a result of this struggle several Kol tribals of this 
village got land and could escape from the system of 
bonded labour. The biggest exploiter landlord had to lie low 
for some time, but not for long. He was waiting for a chance 
to strike back. 


Recently he got Chandan and some other villagers 
falsely implicated in a murder case. They were arrested 
and beaten up very badly, probably with a view to extract a 
false confession from them. This has struck terror among 
other villagers who feel very insecure. Gopal Bhai, director 
of ABSSS says, “Liberation of bonded labourers has been 
a top priority programme of the government. But those like 
Chandan who played the most courageous role in this area 
are being victimised now.” 


The kind of land - grab that has been taking place in this 
region may appear incredible to many people. There are 
several instances when _ influential and big landowners 
colluded with lower level government functionaries to get 
the land records changed in such a way that living persons 
(tribals) were shown as dead . Then they went one step 
further and got themselves registered as the legal heirs. 
Such incidents have been reported recently from Nihi and 
Chamrauha villages. When such victims protest, they face 
repression. 

In Terva village a landlord who is a terror in nearby 
villages, had his eyes on the fertile land of a Kol tribal 
named Kuniya. When Kuniya resisted his land grab efforts, 
he was murdered. The next step was to get rid of his wife 
a 
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Batasiya. She was falsely implicated in the murder of her 
own husband, and jailed. With the widow out of the way the 
landlord now grabbed this family’s land and employed two 
small children of Kuniya and Batasiya for grazing his 
animals. When Batasiya managed to get bail and came to 
claim her land, the landlord threatened her to go away. 


Earlier this same landlord was involved in beating up 
badly his worker Shivnaresh who had tried to resist 
conditions of bondage. Shivnaresh was later implicated in a 
false case and sent to jail. This year he died in jail. His land 
was grabbed by a relative of this landlord while his wife, 
mother and 2 year old child have to starve. 


Nathu Kol of Dandi village resisted conditions of bondage 
and insisted on having some rest and food after toiling very 
hard. For this he was beaten up very badly and whipped 
with a rope. Five days after this beating Nathu died. The 
landlord tried to bury this case but it got reported due to the 
courageous efforts of his wife Shivkoli. 


The atrocities suffered by women in the form of severe 
exploitation and rape are even worse. On November 4, 
1997, the National Women’s Commission had organised 
a public hearing on the distress suffered by the women of 
Patha in Delhi. The ABSSS had submitted shocking case 
Studies of the humiliation and distress suffered by several 
women. At this public hearing several officials promised to 
punish the culprits and secure justice for the victims. 


It is true that after the hearing a few women like 
Shakunala got some assistance, but in other cases they 
suffered even more cruelty. They were again and again 
harassed by the culprits to put their thumb impression on 
blank papers and withdraw their complaints. A voluntary 
organisation Mahila Jagriti Mandal (MGM - which functions 
in cooperation with ABSSS) submitted a detailed follow-up 
report which listed several instances of this kind. Saraswati 
of MGM says, “Those who fight against injustice and 
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summon the courage to report the worst violation of human 
rights should at least be provided protection so that they are 
not punished for their courage. Otherwise, who wilt come 
forward to complain against the powerful when they violate 
the human rights of the poorest.” 


The cases mentioned here are only the proverbial tip of 
iceberg as in these and other villages of Patha region there 
are simply too many stories of extreme distress caused by 
injustice and repression. A study by Uttar Pradesh 
Development Systems Corporation had once identified over 
5000 bonded labourers in two blocks of this region. Gopal 
Bhai says, “The struggle against land grab bonded labour 
and exploitation of women needs the support of the National 
Human Rights Commission and the National Women 
Commission.” 

Within its own limitations, the ABSSS has left no stone 
unturned to draw attention to the numerous human rights 
violations taking place in Patha region. During the last two 
decades the reality of these villages has came to light 
largely because of the tremendous courage shown by 
ABSSS activists and supporters in exposing what can be 
called the numerous unjust and oppressive practices widely 
prevalent in these villages. As a reaction to this effort, many 
ABSSS. activists have been badly beaten up and arrested 
while the life of its director Gopal Bhai has been threatened 
several times. 

On hearing of such violations particularly those relating to 
the rural poor, the ABSS tries its best to confirm the facts at 
the field level. Then it brings these facts to the attention of 
the concerned official and frequently also the media. It also 
keeps sending these reports from time to time to the 
National Human Rights Commission the National Women 
Commission and other such organisations. ABSSS also 
takes numerous cases. of injustice to the courts and 
provides legal added to the victims. At present it in fighting 
about 100 such cases to help the poor. 
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Many times concerned officials take same action or the 
other on the complaints of violations brought to there notice 
by ABSSS. When there is no response or undue delay then 
ABSSS and its sister organisations also organise protests 
demonstrations. As many as 10000 people mostly the poor 
people from remote villages, have benefited from such 
protests. 

As a result of consistent courageous work of ABSSS, 
several bonded labourers have been released and a large 
number of tribals have got back the land grabbed from them. 
Atrocities on women and weaker sections have been reduced 
and some victims of injustice have received compensation from 
the government. Still many acts of extreme injustice remain. 
Forces of oppression are striking back to prevent the 
awakening of weaker sections. ABSSS needs wider support 
in its struggle for protection of human rights in the very difficult 
conditions of Patha region. 


some Other Highly Relevent Area Of Work 


eProviding cheap sources of clean drinking water by 
building protective structures around existing natural 
sources of water (Chauhras). 25 Chauhras have been 
protected in this way. 


eEncouraging the growth of new dedicated leadership 
from weaker sections in Panchayati raj institutions and 
elsewhere. 


eExposing corruption in the implementation of 
development schemes to save government money. In one 
case the corrupt official even returned the money that he 
had misutilised. 
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Transparency 
eABSSS believes in transparency in all its work. Its 


accounts are published its journal and sent to a large 


number of people. At Public functions its accounts and 
details of work are displayed. 


eOn some occassions ABSSS has on its own returned 
substantial funds it had obtained from funding agencies 
when it felt that these funds could not be used in keeping 
with its own priorities and objectives. 


A Link With The Past 


eABSSS has tried to research the history of Kol tribals 
and some villages of this region. 


eABSSS tries to preserve traditional songs and dance 
forms of this region. 


Address Of ABSSS 


Gopal Bhai, 

Director, 

ABSSS, 

Village and Post Office Ranipur Bhatt, 
District Chitrakut, 

Uttar Pradesh 
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Latest Book By Bharat Dogra 


An important new book on 
alternative development thinking 
-a refreshingly different vision of a 
harmonious world 


ANOTHER PATEL EXISTS 


Outlining An Alternative Society 


By Bharat Dogra 


Pages : 240 Price Rs. : 180 ($10 outside India) 


This book says that the problems of the World have 
reached such proportions as to create not only mass 
distress but also a crisis of survival. 


Therefore the issue before us is not one of running 
faster on the existing path of development but that of 
changing over to a different path of development. 


An alternative path of development is then outlined 
in detail in the greater part of this book. There are 
separate Chapters on economy, environment, food and 
agriculture, world government, wild life, village 
communities and inter-relationships of various aspects of 
social change. 
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Also By The Same Author 


Creating A Happier World - Clear, Specific Suggestions 
for Change 


A-4 Size, 44 Pages, Rs. 60.00 ($5 outside India) 


. Changing The World, Changing Ourselves, Red-Green 


Approach to Social and Spiritual Change 
A-4 Size, 24 Pages, Rs. 30.00 (S3 outside India) 
Encyclopedia of Development Environment and Welfare 
10°x7.5" Size, 312 Pages, Rs.300.00 ($20 outside India) 
The only encyclopedia of its kind which combines 
Information and analysis at the Indian level and the World 
level. Durable hard bound cover with jacket. 
World Development and Environment 
Rs.60.00 ($6 outside India) 
A small encyclopedia on development issues with 15 
chapters on highly relevant issues plus a thought provoking 
essay - Causes of Increasing Distress. 


Please write for a complete catalogue of all books. journals 
and press clipping service in English and Hindi. 


Set Of Five Thought Provoking Books On Seed 
Industry, Farm Research, Animal Husbandry, Fisheries 
& Biotechnology 

Rs.170.00 ($20 outside India) 

Special offer for all the 33 books and booklets 

by the same author in English - Rs. 1500.00 only 


All orders to be sent in the name of 
‘Social Change Papers' 
to ot 
Madhu Dogra my 
C-27, Raksha Kunj, Paschim Vihar, 
New Delhi-110063. 
Phone-: 5575303. 
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Highly Relevant 
Media and Book Efforts 


by Madhu and Bharat Dogra 
C-27,. Raksha Kunj, Paschim Vihar, New Delhi-1 10063 
Tel. No. 5575303 


1. Mother Earth NFS-India - Journal for a happier world 
- now in a new attractive format. 
Four issues in a year - Annual subscription Rs. 250 
- your subscription cheque should be in the name of 
NFS-India 


2. Community Libraries - A carefully selected set of 
100 Hindi books and booklets available for only 
Rs.1000/-. A great way to start a small library in a 
village or a slum. 


3. Press - Clipping Service on 45 subjects - 
development, environment. social welfare and other 
shighly relevant issues - available in Hindi and / or 
English. 


4. Encyclopedia of Environment, Development 
and Welfare - Price Rs. 300 only + 64 other books 


and booklets by Bharat Dogra in English and 
Hindi 


5. Supply of articles particularly for small newspapers 


We will be happy to send you details and 
catalogues of all these efforts. 
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